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OLIVER FAIRFIELD WADSWORTH. 

Boen, Boston, April 26, 1838. 
Died, Boston, November 29, 1911. 

Fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences 
Class 2, Section 4, January 11, 1899. • 

Among Dr. Wadsworth's dominant characteristics were his fairness, 
his kindliness and his accuracy in observation and in statement; his 
fairness was exemplified in the justice of his appreciation of the work 
of his fellows in school, in college, and in professional life; his kindli- 
ness in the numberless human contacts which were a part of the 
experience of his hospital and private practice, extending over nearly 
half a century, and his accuracy was traceable to a parentage which 
made exactitude a daily practice and a continuous obligation. 

Graduating from Harvard College in 1860, and not altogether 
satisfied with his own estimate of the value of his work there, although 
he had excelled in some of his studies and been always a joyous parti- 
cipator, and one of the leaders, in athletics, desirous of strenuous 
effort at accomplishment, he departed from accustomed and easy 
ways and made out into the then new west, taking up land near Den- 
ver and entering upon a farming proposition including the construc- 
tion of an irrigating system sufficient in extent to occupy the major 
part of his two years of residence there. To the planning and execu- 
tion of this work there must have been applied the inherent traits 
exhibited by his father in the admirable surveys, which are a synonym 
for reliability, faculties which showed themselves later in Dr. Wads- 
worth in other ways. The journey westward, a part of it in the most 
primitive of conveyances, and the self enforced residence with a stated 
task, was penitential in that it sought to wrest something tangible 
from his graduate days in compensation for what he deemed to have 
been lack of success in his undergraduate career. That this opinion 
was born of Dr. Wadsworth's moderate estimate of himself, as con- 
trasted with his sense of duty and his aspirations, is set forth by the 
opinion of his classmates and, more authoritatively, in the recorded 
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word of the then president of Harvard College, in a letter bearing 
date June 8, 1860. 

" I have great pleasure in stating that Mr. Oliver F. Wadsworth, 
a member of the present senior class, is much esteemed by the 
faculty of the college as a gentleman of high and honorable 
character, and worthy of the confidence and respect of any 
community in which he may establish himself. He has been 
faithful to his duties, agreeable in his manners and amiable in 
temper. I have much satisfaction in commending him to the 
associates he may be connected with in his new residence. I am 
sure they will find him not only a well-educated young man, but 
what is better still, a gentleman of honor and integrity, and 
deserving their high regard." 

(signed) C. C. Felton, 

President of Harvard College. 

Whatever else the adventure into the west may have accomplished, 
it afforded a new consideration of the uses of life and an opportunity 
for maturing reflection which led him, upon the basis of a predilection, 
to turn to the study of medicine as a means for the expression of his 
desire in life and he entered the Harvard Medical School in March, 
1862. 

During the summer of that year he assisted in removing northward 
sick and wounded prisoners of the Peninsular Campaign under the 
auspices of the Sanitary Commission. In 1864 he was made a house 
officer in the Massachusetts General Hospital and graduated from the 
Harvard Medical School to be immediately commissioned Assistant 
Surgeon of the Fifth Massachusetts Cavalry. In July of the same 
year he was detailed for special duty at headquarters Twenty-Fifth 
Army Corps and remained in service until the mustering out of his 
regiment at the close of the war, being breveted captain in recogni- 
tion of his fidelity to duty and the care which he bestowed upon the 
details of his work. 

Deciding to devote himself to ophthalmology he went abroad to 
study in February 1869, returning in November 1870 to take up the 
practice of his chosen specialty. Almost immediately upon his 
return he was made Ophthalmic Surgeon to the Boston City Hospital 
and in 1874 Ophthalmic Surgeon to out-patients of the Massachu- 
setts General Hospital, in 1881 he was appointed clinical instructor 
and in 1895 professor in the Harvard Medical School and, in the same 
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year, Ophthalmic Surgeon to the Massachusetts Charitable Eye and 
Ear Infirmary. 

In all these positions he displayed the same care, patience, tact, 
and skill, and his reputation as a practitioner and diagnostician was 
enhanced by his clarity as a teacher for, scrupulously careful as he was 
himself in all his observations, he was equally patient in the demon- 
stration of his ascertained facts and in the training of his students. 
He was an active member and, for a time, president of the New Eng- 
land Ophthalmological Society and both there and in his papers 
before the Boston Society of Medical Sciences displayed in the dis- 
cussion of mathematical subjects an ability which won him the 
confidence of his compeers. As a member of the American Ophthal- 
mological Society he was a valuable contributor in its meetings, 
quite as much in the way of discussion of other papers as in the care- 
fully prepared communications which he himself presented for he was 
strenuous in argument, keen in perception of failure in a logical se- 
quence, and dogged in his determination to arrive at the scientific 
facts in any subject under consideration. 

With all the work entailed by his hospital appointments and the 
demands of a large private practice, Dr. Wadsworth found time for 
study in his favorite subject, he was a close student of ophthalmologic 
literature and was almost encyclopedic in his ability to refer to and 
place a title or an author. 

Of the forty-six original papers contributed by Dr. Wadsworth in 
the meetings of the various societies of which he was a member and to 
foreign journals, fifteen were upon conditions in the retina, choroid 
or optic nerve as might be expected of one who as an ophthalmo- 
scopist was, as one of his associates has said, "the admiration and 
despair of his colleagues," nine papers treated of operations, four 
were upon anomalies of muscular balance and four were based upon 
original scientific research, including his description of the fovea 
centralis. 

In addition to his special interests he found time to devote himself 
to the more general service of the members of his profession as assis- 
tant editor of the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal during the 
year 1868, and as one of the most valuable contributors of time, 
thought and labor to the upbuilding of the Boston Medical Library, 
a project originating with the late Dr. J. R Chadwick and now grown 
to be of great value not only in itself to this community, but as an 
example which has been followed in the foundation of similar libraries 
throughout the United States. 
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The estimate in which Dr. Wadsworth was held by those who had 
to deal with him in his daily life contains always expressions of appre- 
ciations of his balance, his judgment, his kindness, and, admiringly, 
of his power of concentration, and a gentleman who was intimately 
connected with him in both the Massachusetts General Hospital and 
the Massachusetts Charitable Eye and Ear Infirmary, says, "he was 
an extremely just, honorable, and high minded man, I have never 
known one who could do a kindness in so kindly a way, I never knew 
him to be hurried and, so far as one could judge by outward appear- 
ances, worried, as an illustration of the latter quality, after a long 
evening's work with him on statistics which he was compiling he 
remarked, just as I was leaving him, that one of his sons was very ill 
and that his recovery was extremely doubtful. Under such condi- 
tions to see a man his normal self through an entire evening and work- 
ing over statistics with no indication of worry or anxiety impressed 
me very strongly. That he did worry and was anxious no one will 
doubt but he had the ability to an exceptional degree of being calm 
and composed in the face of an impending great calamity. Another 
quality which will come prominently to the minds of his friends was 
his love of argument, no one associated with him could fail to believe 
that there were two or more sides to every question, he never lost his 
temper, made use of sarcasm to rout his adversary or in any way 
showed contempt or want of consideration for the other opinion. He 
parted with the best of feeling and usually with a laughing regret that 
agreement was impossible. 

In his chosen specialty Dr. Wadsworth held high rank, at medical 
meetings he was always prominent as a critic, a weak point in diagnosis 
or in argument rarely escaped his notice and his criticisms were so 
sound and well expressed that they were always received with excep- 
tional interest and consideration. He was not a prolific writer, 
probably for the reason that much material which might have been 
placed on record did not pass his own criticism as to the accuracy and 
value when it came to be seriously considered and he has been known 
to spend much time and labor in preparing material for a paper that, 
in the end, was not thought worthy of being written and printed. 

He was extremely successful as a practitioner and devoted much 
time and care to the study of his cases, as a diagnostician in opthalmo- 
scopy he was exceptionally brilliant and it is doubtful if he had a 
superior in this branch of his specialty. 

Another hospital associate of Dr. Wadsworth has said — " his skill 
in the use of the ophthalmoscope and the accuracy of his diagnoses 



OLIVER FAIRFIELD WADSWORTH. 677 

were known to all his colleagues and were universally acknowledged 
by all who came in contact with him professionally. The careful 
study and patient investigation which he gave to each case that came 
under his care was never abridged by any consideration of time or 
personal convenience. His mental attitude until his diagnosis was 
made was always that of the impartial scientific observer." And still 
another, in the conclusion of a tribute to his memory, called him " the 
teacher of us all." That he was a teacher in example as in precept has 
come to the consciousness of the many who have known him even 
passingly; we judge a man by his attitude toward life with its buoyant 
activities and take the measure of him again as he faces death; with a 
physician's knowledge of the nature of his malady, in the midst of the 
prolonged pain which was a part of it, he was courageous so calmly 
that his courage did not ripple the surface of his courtly kindliness 
and a last visit to him, shortly before his death, is a memory of a 
pleasant familiar presence, a warm greeting and no mention of fare- 
well. 

Dr. Clarence J. Blake. 



Papers of Dr. 0. F. Wadsworth. 

Rupture of the sclerotic. Boston M. & S. J., 1868. 

Anaesthesia of the Retina. Boston M. & S. J., 1872. 

An unusual case of herpes zoster ophthalmicus. Boston M. & S. 
J., 1875. 

A case of ectropion treated by transplantation of a large flap without 
pedicle. Boston M. & S. J., 1876. 

A modification of the ophthalmoscope. Boston M. & S. J., 1877. 

Epithelioma of the limbus vorneae. Boston M. & S. J., 1879. 

Optico-ciliary neurotomy. Boston M. & S. J., 1879. 

Intraocular circulation; rhythmical changes in the venous pulse of 
the optic disk. (With Dr. J. J. Putnam.) J. Nerv. & Ment. Diseases. 
Chicago, 1878. Also Tr. Am. Ophth. Soc, New York, 1878. 

Optico-ciliary neurotomy (case). Boston M. & S. J., 1879. 

Microscopic section of an epithelioma of the limbus corneae. Bos- 
ton M. & S. J., 1879. 

Optico-ciliary neurotomy (2 cases). Boston M. & S. J., 1879. 

Peculiar affection of the ocular muscles. Boston M. & S. J., 1880. 

Color-Blindness. Boston M. & S. J., 1880. 

Optic neuritis after measles. Boston M. & S. J., 1880. 
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Beitrage zur Opthalmologie, als Festgabe Wiesbaden Friedr. 
Homer's zur Feier d. 25 jahr. Jubilaums seiner Academ. Lehr- 
thatigkeit gewidmet von M. Dufour, O. Haab, M. Knies, J. Michel, 
W. Schoen, und 0. F. Wadsworth. 1881. 

Circulation in the macula lutea retinae. Boston M. & S. J., 1881. 

Optico-ciliary neurotomy. Tr. Am. Ophth. Soc, New York, 1881. 

The fovea centralis in man. Beitr. z. Ophth. Wiesbaden, 1882. 

Optico-ciliary neurotomy. Med. & Surg. Rep. Boston City Hospital, 
1882. 

Phlyctenular disease of the eyes. Boston M. & S. J., 1883. 

Some cases of hysterical affection of vision. Boston M. &. S. J. r 
1883. 

Apparent curvature of surface caused by prismatic glasses. Boston 
M. &. S. J., 1883. 

Three cases of homonymous hemianopia. Boston M. & S. J., 1884. 

A case of myxoedema with atrophy of the optic nerves. Boston 
M. & S. J., 1885. Also Tr. Am. Ophth. Soc, Boston, 1885. 

A case of permanent zonular scotoma of traumatic origin; very 
small circle of central field with vision normal. Am. J. Ophthal., St. 
Louis, 1884-5. 

Double optic neuritis and ophthalmoplegia from lead-poisoning; 
complicated by typhoid fever. Boston M. & S. J., 1885. Also 
Tr. Am. Ophth. Soc, Boston, 1885. 

Luxation of lens beneath Tenon's capsule. Boston M. & S. J., 1885. 
Also Tr. Am. Ophth. Soc, Boston, 1885. 

Lead-Poisoning complicated with probable typhoid fever. Boston 
M. & S. J., 1885. 

A case of recurrent paralysis of the motor oculi. Boston M. & S. J.,, 
1887. Also Tr. Am. Ophth. Soc, 1887. 

A case of congenital, zonular, grayish-white opacity around the 
fovea. Detachment of the retina in both eyes, with albuminuria of 
pregnancy; replacement of retina. Boston M. & S. J., 1887. Tr. 
Am. Ophth. Soc, Boston, 1887. 

A case of recurrent paralysis of the third nerve. Boston M. & S. J. h 
1887. 

The amblyopia of squint. Boston M. & S. J., 1887. 

Ophthalmoplegia externa. Boston M. & S. J., 1888. 

A case of extraction of a bit of steel from the vitreous by the magnet. 
Boston M. & S. J., 1889. 

Paralysis of the sphincter iridis. Boston M. & S. J., 1889. 

Spastic torticollis apparently due to faulty position of the eyes, and 
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cured by tenotomy. Boston M. & S. J., 1889. Tr. Am. Ophth. Soc, 
Hartford, 1889. 

Two eases of extraction from the vitreous, of steel which had passed 
through the lens. Boston M. & S. J., 1889. Tr. Am. Ophth. Soc, 
Hartford, 1889. 

Mydriasis of one eye, with intact accommodation lasting four 
months after application of homatropine to both eyes. Tr. Am. 
Ophth. Soc, Hartford, 1889. 

Plastic operation of the lower eyelid. Boston M. & S. J., 1889. 

Thrombus of arteria centralis retinae; large retinociliary artery; 
central vision unimpaired. Boston M. & S. J., 1890. 

A case of metastatic carcinoma of the choroid. Boston M. & S. J., 
1890. 

Same, and Thrombus of arteria centralis retinae; large retino- 
ciliary artery; central vision unimpaired. Tr. Am. Ophth. Soc, 
Hartford, 1890. 

Insufficiency of the Ocular Muscles. Boston M. & S. J., 1890. 

An adenoma of the Meibomian glands. Tr. Am. Ophth. Soc, 
Hartford, 1895. 

Embolism of central artery; macula supplied by a cilio-retinal 
artery, retention of central vision. Boston M. & S. J., 1896. Tr. 
Am. Ophth. Soc, Hartford, 1896. 

Anomalies of muscular balance. Boston M. & S. J., 1897. Also 
Med. Communicat. Mass. Med. Soc, 1897. 

Hemorrhage attending the extraction of cataract. Boston M. & S. 
J., 1897. Tr. Am. Ophth. Soc, Hartford, 1897. 

A model showing the position of the meridian of the eyeball in 
oblique direction of vision, as denned by Donders and Helmholtz, 
with some remarks on the misunderstanding of Helmholtz's state- 
ments. J. Bost. Soc. Med. Sri., 1897-8. 

In addition, Dr. Wadsworth wrote the Report on Ophthalmology 
for the Boston Medical and Surgical Journal for about fourteen years. 



